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	Romancing the Self explores the intersections of romance and auto/biography within the prose writings of Early Modern women, focusing on their productive intermingling within both autobiographical romance and romance-inflected autobiography. While such a connection between romance and “life writing” is not entirely new (having been rehearsed, for instance, in histories of the novel), Eckerle’s work constitutes the first extensive and systematic study of it, approaching the question from a number of angles. She considers romance as not only a literary genre but also a “strategy” or “mode” available to Early Modern women seeking to describe their experiences and thereby their “selves.” Eckerle’s examples are taken from a wide variety of print and manuscript sources, confined mainly to the seventeenth century; while aware of historical factors (such as the Civil Wars and the increase in female literacy), the analysis is of common techniques within this period rather than change over time. In contrast to recent critical interest in spiritual autobiography, her study also focuses primarily on secular writing, while recognising the lack of real separation between these aspects of Early Modern life. 
After an introduction exploring the implications of both “romance” and “life writing” within the period, the book’s first chapter summarises current knowledge of Early Modern women’s relationship to literacy, and particularly to romance, as readers, owners, and dedicatees. Most of this material is familiar from recent work by Helen Hackett and Heidi Brayman Hackel, among others, and (apart from some tentative conclusions about the relationship between romance and motherhood), Eckerle does not add to it significantly. The chapter works mainly to emphasise the omnipresence of romance within the reading milieu of the women she discusses (as well as men such as William Temple and John Bunyan) and thus its availability – even inescapability – as a generic source. 
Chapter 2 then analyses the texts of a representative selection of Early Modern romances for instances of storytelling undertaken by female characters relating their own lives and sufferings. Lady Mary Wroth’s Urania, which uses the device extensively, is a primary reference. Even in Wroth’s hands, these inset narratives risk playing into contemporary stereotypes of female garrulity and dilation, since they often leave the characters in a vulnerable position and delay the progress of the main plot. However, Eckerle argues persuasively that these fictional autobiographical narratives may have still served as models for real women seeking to express their experiences in writing: “Female-narrated embedded tales provided numerous examples of how a woman might voice her own tale, as well as evidence of which rhetorical and narrative methods were likely to earn a positive reception from her auditors/readers” (p. 64). By narrating their own stories, these romance characters and the women who emulated them found ways not only to communicate, but also to shape their own identities: the “self” being told emerges in the telling.
Chapter 3, the lengthiest, turns to auto/biographical writings by Early Modern women to examine the forms this romance-influenced self-fashioning might take. In particular, Eckerle discusses instances in which female writers – especially in the turbulent period of the Civil Wars – cast themselves as the romance heroines of their own lives. These figures include women from a variety of political affiliations, such as Lady Anne Halkett, Lucy Hutchinson, Ann Fanshawe, Dorothy Osborne, and Agnes Beaumont. While the echoes of romance in their texts have been previously noted by critics working on these authors individually, Eckerle brings them together to draw broader conclusions about the appeal of the romance mode for Early Modern life-writers. 
	The next chapter takes a contrary approach in addressing cases in which Early Modern women either do not mention or specifically repudiate the romance genre. While initially appearing to argue a negative (the prevalence of romance through its absence), this leads to insightful readings of the diaries and meditations of Elizabeth Delaval and Mary Rich, Countess of Warwick. Both eager romance readers in their youth, Delaval and Rich subsequently rejected this type of writing, turning to sober religion after finding that their lives refused to resemble the happy-ending plots that their favourite books had misled them to expect. In describing those setbacks and disappointments, however, both Delaval and Rich draw on the conventions of romance in order to present their own actions in the most sympathetic light. Even when romance failed as a realistic guide to life, therefore, it could still provide “the most effective tools for the job” (p. 154) of making sense of it. 
	The final chapter turns to several romance narratives written by Early Modern women to describe an influence in the opposite direction: from life to fiction. As Eckerle writes, “Whereas romance-inflected auto/biography seems to have had a productive, even accepted place within a woman’s personal writing practice...auto/biographical romance was a different matter altogether, one with its own complications as well as unique benefits” (pp. 160-161). Examples of this include Wroth’s use of roman à clef techniques in the Urania, the controversy surrounding which is well-known and discussed only briefly here, as well as a more obscure “family romance” by a Suffolk woman named Dorothy Calthorpe. Calthorpe’s text is particularly interesting since it was not intended for publication, and its roman à clef concealment of the characters’ identities (as Calthorpe’s father and grandfather) is entirely transparent: as Eckerle argues, it serves “not to veil a family truth but instead to illuminate it” through the use of romance storytelling techniques (p. 164). Finally, a suggestive reading of Anna Weamys’s conclusion of Mopsa’s tale in her Continuation of Sir Philip Sidney’s Arcadia argues that it serves as an ambivalent allegory displacing anxieties about Weamys’s own authorship, as a non-aristocratic woman finding wish-fulfilment in writing romance.
	Throughout her work, Eckerle acknowledges the limitations of the evidence available, and Romancing the Self ultimately faces problems similar to that of other work on Early Modern women. Eckerle uses a range of texts, some of them – such as the works of Elizabeth Isham and Dorothy Calthorpe – being analysed in depth for the first time. However, when she writes that “Some of these women, like Calthorpe, kept their writing within their homes....Others, like Weamys, tentatively ventured into the public realm....And still others, like Wroth, went public in the boldest, most scandalous of ways” (p. 162), the question arises: who can be said to be “like” Anna Weamys or Mary Wroth, the first women to publish original prose romance in English? The study of Early Modern women’s reading and writing sometimes risks becoming an analysis of an increasingly familiar cast of characters, with a dozen or so individual figures (many of them part of the same aristocratic circle) representing the habits of thousands of their countrywomen. A cautious approach to generalisations and the further examination of multiple manuscript sources, such as the work that Eckerle draws upon, are perhaps the only ways of overcoming this difficulty.
Apart from a few minor detractions (such an occasional overabundance of footnotes and emphasis added to quotations whose import is already clear), Romancing the Self is a clearly-argued and engagingly-written volume. While not ground-breaking in its conclusions, it provides a fresh lens with which to view the fictional and non-fictional writings of Early Modern women, as well as the ways in which they frequently defy categorisation between those two poles. 
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